296	SOIL AND THE FARMER
the molten iron is drawn off.  The main part o£ the slag is lime.   Hence
when it is ground up it makes good fertilizer.
(3)	Potash.   The United States has had much more difficulty in get-
ting potash than phosphorus.   Before the first World War the only largely
worked deposits were those already mentioned at the Prussian town of
Stassfurt, and some others in Alsace where the French and Germans
were fighting.   During the war high prices and the danger that the
supply would be cut off led the United States government to search for
new sources.   Production began at several salt lakes, especially in the dry
western part of Nebraska, whence most of the limited American produc-
tion now comes.   Kelp, too, was gathered along the Pacific Coast, and
potash was extracted from the dust of cement mills and blast furnaces.
There does not seem to be much prospect that large new supplies of
potash \vill be discovered. Only a few dry salt lakes are like Searles Lake
in having considerable potash mixed with their common salt and other
saline materials. At Searles Lake the salts were deposited as crystals by
the drying up of a large lake whose traces are still seen in numerous shore-
lines at high levels. When potash was being extracted here, the brine
was pumped from wells 75 or 100 feet deep and evaporated until the
potash crystallized out. The Dead Sea in Palestine contains billions of
pounds of potash. This will some day probably crystallize into deposits
like those of Stassfurt unless people take it out by evaporating the water.
The farmers need this potash to replace that which they send to market
in the form of meat, wheat, and other food supplies.
(4)	The Search for Nitrogen.   Among the essential ingredients of
the soil nitrogen is much the hardest to obtain.   Its original source is
chiefly the air, where the supply is inexhaustible.   Until recently, how-
ever, this was almost useless to the farmer, for no one knew how to con-
vert it into a soluble compound that could be carried into the roots of the
plants by water.   This is because nitrogen is one of the most inactive
chemical elements*   Quite unlike such an active substance as oxygen,
it will not readily unite with other elements.
Because of this the Atacama Desert in northern Chile long had a unique
importance. It contains the only known large deposits of compounds o£
nitrogen. Before their value was known, the Atacama Desert was such a
barren waste that no one lived there, although Chile, Peru, and Bolivia
all laid claim to parts of it. When the value began to be appreciated,
however, about 1879, all three countries wanted it. This led to a long
war in which Chile was the victor. Then followed a period when the
nitrate fields were exploited to the value of $50,000,000 each year. The
taxes paid by the British companies that work the nitrate fields were
long one o£ the chief sources of the revenue of the Chilean government.

